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made out of nothing can be deficient’.4  It is therefore not 
in our nature to demand perfection of ourselves and of our 
fellow humans.

Stoic philosopher Epictetus admonishes us not to try to 
control what is beyond our control. ‘Remember,’ he says, 
‘that if what is naturally slavish you think to be free, and 
what is not your own to be your own, you will be hampered, 
will grieve, will be in turmoil, and will blame both gods 
and men’.5  On the other hand, in giving up the demand 
to control what is not in your power - for example, the 
approval of others and the uncertainty of the future itself 
- you will save yourself a good deal of emotional and 
behavioural turmoil.

And Socrates reminds us that we are the wiser, and more 
contented, by realising what we do not know: ‘ … if you 
remain barren, you will be gentler and more agreeable to 
your companions, having the good sense not to fancy what 
you do not know’.6  On the other hand, closed-minded and 
arrogant disregard for the views of others follow upon 
thinking you know what you do not.

Human happiness is possible to the extent that we, as 
individuals and as nations, overcome our metaphysical 
insecurity. Peace and tranquillity of the soul of an individual, 
or of a nation of individuals, is not possible unless there 
is peace made with reality. There is now much turmoil 
in the world. It is not the fault of reality. The burden of 
responsibility falls squarely on human shoulders - that 
means each and every one of us.

 4  St. Augustine, City of God, bk. 12, ch. 8, in From Plato to Derrida, 
4th ed., ed. Forrest E. Baird and Walter Kaufmann (Upper 
Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2003), p. 313.

 5  Epictetus, Encheiridion, in Baird and Kaufmann, From Plato to 
Derrida, 250.

 6 Plato, Theaetetus, in Plato: The Collected Dialogues, in Edith 
Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1961), p. 919. 

Beyond our Perimeter

Ran Lahav

One central urge inspires me to do philo-sophy: to be in 
touch with reality – not just in my abstract thoughts but 
in my entire being – and to help others do so. Sometimes 
it seems that not many philosophers are inflicted with this 
Platonic yearning, but what can I do – I am hopelessly 
Platonic and I have always been so.

The Platonic yearning assumes, of course, that we are not 
completely in touch with reality. That’s why we yearn to 
overcome the gap. And we believe that it is possible to do 
so, at least to some extent.

Reality – I should stress that I am not talking about some 
inconceivable Absolute that lies beyond all human horizons. 
I am not concerned with a Kantian Thing-in-Itself which 
forever evades human understanding. I am talking about 
our human reality, the reality that is in principle accessible 

to us. But even humanly accessible reality is, I believe, much 
greater and richer than we normally imagine. Getting in 
touch with it requires a long personal journey with much 
commitment, time and effort. This, for me, is the essence of 
philo-sophy (or so-called philo-sophical practice).

Here is one way to understand all this in simple terms: In 
everyday life we constantly interpret our world. We do so 
not just in our rational thoughts, but mainly through our 
attitudes, emotions, and behaviours. Our plans, choices, 
jealousies, angers, hopes, desires, etc. express a certain way 
of understanding our world. For example, our behaviour 
towards others expresses a certain understanding (often not 
conscious) of our moral obligations. Our attitude toward 
our lover expresses a certain understanding (usually not 
conscious) of the meaning of love. Our experiences with 
ourselves express our understanding of the self. We are 
constantly interpreting reality and constructing a world, 
usually without being fully aware of it. 

These interpretations are useful – you must interpret your 
world if you want to live in it. But often they are also 
our prison, because they represent a one-sided, narrow, 
superficial aspect of human reality. 

I call this the “perimeter” of my life: The narrow, restricted 
domain which I construct as my world. It often expresses 
itself in rigid emotional and behavioural patterns. We go 
to work, we do errands, we make plans, we get excited or 
angry, we love and hate – but throughout all this we relate 
to a restricted view that is not completely in touch with 
the full scope of human reality. You might say that we live 
in a movie.

Philo-sophy, if it is animated by the Platonic yearning, aims 
at transcending the narrow perimeter of our life in order to 
be in greater touch with a greater reality. And this means 
that philo-sophy is a personal journey: It must involve 
personal self-exploration, personal dialogue with other 
seekers, contemplation and experimentation.

I am familiar with four main frameworks that are 
particularly suited for this journey. One is the philo-sophical 
companionship, in which a group of seekers are committed 
to self-exploration together. Another format is the personal 
philo-sophical journey, which may include reflections in 
solitude, contemplative readings, philo-sophical journal-
writing and occasional conversations with others. A third 
format is the philo-sophical workshop, in which an experienced 
facilitator helps participants explore their perimeter and the 
way beyond, using various exercises and group activities. 
Lastly, there is what might be called philo-sophical counselling, 
in which an advanced philo-sophical seeker helps another 
seeker. (The latter should not be confused with so-called 
“philosophical counselling” which aims at helping the 
counselee deal with her problems and feel better. Such aims 
seem to me external to philo-sophy, and thus not part of 
philo-sophy at all.)

Despite the differences between these four formats, the 
general philo-sophical process may be similar. It can start 
with trying to understand the person’s perimeter, i.e. 
her world as she lives it: its structure, its inner logic, its 
limitations and implications. A good first step is to help 
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the person identify some of her emotional, behavioural and 
thought patterns. This can help the person understand the 
way she interprets her world – her “theory” of the world 
(what I once called “worldview”). This is the “theory” 
which the person lives in her everyday life, not her conscious 
opinions and beliefs. Conscious thoughts and beliefs are 
a very limited part of the person’s world, and are often 
disconnected from the rest of her life.

Once the person starts understanding her “lived theory,” 
it can be treated as an ordinary philosophical theory (or 
theories): about the meaning of friendship, about what 
is important in life, about the nature of freedom, and so 
on. This is the time to philosophise more or less in the 
traditional sense. A critical examination of the person’s 
lived “theory” can expose hidden assumptions, logical 
connections, contradictions, etc.

But the great challenge is the next step: after we have gained 
some understanding of the person’s perimeter, it is time to 
go beyond its boundaries toward a broader reality.

One way to do so is to create a rupture in the fabric of 
one’s perimeter, a “clearing” in the psychological forest, an 
opening in the prison walls. And this is a difficult matter. 
Contemplative philo-sophy is especially helpful here, since 
it uses contemplative techniques and exercises to go beyond 
our usual patterns of understanding.

But methods are not enough. The road now requires a 
committed personal journey toward cultivating a new 
form of awareness. This is a state of mind of openness to 
the greater horizons of reality, and to its many aspects, or 
“voices.” Of course, as human beings we cannot abolish 
our perimeter. We must act and feel and live within definite 
psychological and cultural structures. But while living our 
ordinary life, we also maintain an inner “clearing,” an 
openness to beyond ourselves. This is wisdom – Sophia: the 
state of mind that is attuned not just to our own ways of 
understanding, but to all the voices of reality, and thus to the 
many fountains of understanding, of plenitude, of life.

What Does it Mean to Practise 
Philosophy?

Peter B. Raabe

There’s an ambiguity inherent in the word “practice.” It can 
mean to rehearse in order to improve one’s ability in a certain 
activity (the verb: to practise riding a bicycle), or it can 
mean the activity itself (the noun: to practise law). The title 
of this essay, “What Does it Mean to Practise Philosophy?” 
is referring to the latter, the activity of philosophy and not 
its rehearsal. But what exactly is philosophy?

Some philosophers claim that philosophy can’t be properly 
defined, and that any attempt to do so can’t be clearly 
understood by others. This is utter nonsense that comes 
from believing that philosophy is necessarily esoteric, 
mysterious, or somehow even mystical. A philosopher who 

says that he or she can’t explain what he or she is doing 
clearly doesn’t know what he or she is doing. I like to define 
it like this: Philosophy involves examining the reasons we 
have for the values we hold as good, and the beliefs we 
hold as true, so that we can free ourselves from blindly 
following tradition, slavishly obeying authority figures, or 
acting only on our fallible feelings. But what does it mean 
to practise philosophy?

The practise of philosophy is not merely teaching it in a 
classroom. A philosophy instructor scolded me once for 
saying this. My response was to ask, “Is teaching law the 
same as practising law, or is teaching medicine the same as 
practising medicine?” The answer, of course is, No; teaching 
and practising are clearly not the same. The problem is that 
philosophy has for so long been defined as an exclusively 
academic activity - one person teaching another - that it’s 
very difficult for some individuals to conceive of it in any 
other way. I compare the practice of philosophy to law and 
medicine not because I want to arrogantly elevate the status 
of philosophy in some way, but in order to demonstrate 
how the word “practice” is commonly used - as one person 
assisting another with his or her specialised knowledge. 
Assisting is very different from teaching. 

And no one would say that to practise law or medicine 
means to only defend oneself, or only heal oneself. Yet I 
often hear and read philosophers saying or writing that 
philosophy is practised alone, that it’s a solitary discipline. 
Take, for example, the practice of philosophical counselling. 
If counselling is a practice between two people then 
philosophical counselling is clearly not a solitary endeavour. 
How odd it would be if philosophical counsellors only 
counselled themselves! This also means that I can’t consider 
the activity of meditation to be the practice of philosophy. 
In my opinion meditation - when its meaning is to sit and 
listen to oneself or “the universe” - is neither philosophy nor 
a practice between individuals. It’s a private activity more 
like listening to music ‘listening to one’s inner music’ than 
the proffered practices of law, medicine or counselling.

To practise, whether it be law, medicine, or philosophy, 
actually always involves two important elements: first, at 
least two people - the patient or client and the specialist 
or expert; and second: a vested interest in the outcome 
held by both the patient or client and the practitioner. This 
second point is a crucial difference between the practice 
of philosophy and its academic pursuit. In academia there 
is no vested interest in the outcome of discussions about 
biomedical, business, political, ethical, or metaphysical 
issues. Of course, students do their best to resolve 
philosophical issues presented by the teacher or textbook, 
but there are no real-life consequences produced by the 
discussion’s conclusion, except perhaps in the student’s 
grade for the course. On the other hand, in life outside the 
classroom both the client and the philosophical practitioner 
do their utmost to come up with a fair, moral, and acceptable 
solution to the issues under discussion, because the client 
will have to live with the long-term effects of that final 
decision into the future.

Take for example a metaphysical or epistemological 
discussion on the topic of reality. A student may find this to 
be simply a fascinating, if somewhat taxing, mental exercise. 

Reflections


